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From the Director of the BCEC and the Chair of WEN
The 2018 Australian Gender Economics Workshop (AGEW) has made a valuable contribution to the
research base needed to inform policy design and drive momentum in Australia’s pursuit of gender
equity.
We are immensely proud that AGEW created an opportunity for leading researchers, policy analysts and
policymakers in the field of gender economics to gather together, share their insights, and establish a
synergetic community from which further research and policies initiatives can flourish.
The remarks of Curtin University Vice-Chancellor, Professor Deborah Terry, delivered at the opening of
AGEW, capture the importance of the objectives underlying AGEW: “gender equity is a challenge that
essentially cuts across all critical policy areas ... gender balance is essential for the nation”.
We are grateful to the Office for Women, Australian Government Department of the Prime Minister and
Cabinet and the Australian Government Department of Jobs and Small Business for their financial support
of this event.
We are very pleased to deliver this policy brief which captures the key findings and action-oriented
lessons emerging from AGEW. The synthesis of ideas within this brief identifies the most pressing
challenges, and the promising avenues for change, for governments, organisations and community
leaders to pursue in their efforts to address the barriers to women’s full and equitable participation in
society.
It is clear that the premise of AGEW aligns with the Office for Women’s objectives to strengthen
women’s economic security, workforce participation, leadership representation, and safety. Similarly,
AGEW’s research directions strongly align with the Department of Jobs and Small Business’ mission to
foster safe, fair and productive workplaces.
The success of AGEW in 2018 has laid solid foundations for the event to continue in future years under
the coordination of the Women in Economics Network (WEN). We sincerely hope that government
departments will continue to recognise the value of AGEW in future years, so that we can collectively
and proactively keep progressing towards our shared goal of a more gender equitable society.

Professor Alan Duncan
Director, Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre
Curtin Business School
Curtin University
Australia

Danielle Wood
National Chair
Women in Economics Network
Australia
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Australian Gender Economics Workshop and Policy Symposium
Policy Brief
Overview
The Australian Gender Economics Workshop (AGEW) – held in Fremantle, Western Australia on 8th and 9th
February 2018 – brought together a community of 100 economic researchers and an audience of 170
symposium participants, to critically discuss issues of gender inequity in Australia.
AGEW illustrated how the tools of economic analysis, applied to empirical data, can be used to enrich our
understanding of the factors that generate gender disparities in important life outcomes. AGEW helped to
collate the evidence base needed to guide more effective policy directions.
The research papers presented at the workshop largely focused on gender disparities in educational,
workplace, leadership, financial security and retirement outcomes. Complementing these workshop
papers, the policy symposium steered discussion towards the policy levers that can improve these
outcomes for women: childcare, parental leave, workplace flexibility, gender pay gap toolkits, and targets
to boost women’s representation in leadership roles.
The positive outcomes that a more gender equitable society would deliver to Australians were well
recognised by the symposium panellists, the Hon. Simone McGurk MLA, Associate Professor Betsey
Stevenson, Diane Smith-Gander, Rebecca Cassells and Conrad Liveris. These positive outcomes
encompass: more productive and profitable workplaces, more harmonious families, better child outcomes,
lower risk of domestic violence and abuse, broader job opportunities for both genders, a more prosperous
and resourceful economy, and a fairer society. All of which impart benefits to both women and men alike.

Key themes and messages
1. We must recognise the power of gender-patterned norms and unconscious bias
The influence of cultural and societal norms – stereotypical beliefs about how men and women are
expected to behave in society – emerged as a dominant theme underlying many topics of inquiry.
Economists are now paying closer attention to the way that differences in men and women’s behaviours
and decisions can be shaped by differences in their aspirations, confidence, self-perceptions of
performance, and exposure to role models (see Jetter; Ottaway; Rampino; Risse; Thibout).
The repercussions of these gender-patterned norms are far-reaching. Evidence is growing that societal
expectations about how females ‘ought’ to behave can curtail women’s and girls’ expectations of
themselves, stifle their willingness to compete, and dissuade them from pursuing opportunities beyond
traditional female roles (see Booth; Khattar). Stereotypical notions of leadership can discriminatingly
undermine women’s efforts to progress into positions of organisational leadership (see Manian; Risse). In a
domestic sphere, gender-based norms can damage family stability (see Kabátek). Gender-based norms
relating to modesty can deter women from publicising their own capacities and achievements which
matters for career progression (see Neelim).
At the same time, it is proven that women will be more willing to compete, raise their aspirations and
perform better in environments where their capabilities and contributions are visibly recognised and valued
(see Booth).
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Action point 1.1 Across all domains of society, we need greater awareness of the way that traditional
norms relating to women’s capabilities and women’s role in society can suppress females’ aspirations
and life choices. Organisations and governments should harness the power of societal attitudes in a
positive way, recognising that the cultivation of positive beliefs about women’s capabilities and value
to society can incite stronger ambition and higher performance outcomes among women.

Action point 1.2 Women can be incentivised to pursue their personal ambitions if they know that
their personal achievements contribute to a wider public benefit. The effectiveness of programs
aiming to positively influence women’s career choices and behaviour can be enhanced by integrating
this incentive mechanism into their design.
Current research directions suggest that often the force perpetuating gender-based norms is not overt
discrimination, but inadvertent unconscious bias – the unintended subjectivity that can contaminate a
person’s fair and rational decision-making. This spells out a need for governments to alert organisations to
the ways they might unintentionally default to gender-based norms and assumptions in their everyday
practice. This concern is especially pertinent in educational institutions and workplaces.
An illustration of the way that gender stereotypes can unintentionally permeate everyday practice in the
educational domain was presented in the keynote address of Betsey Stevenson. Content analysis of the
most commonly-used textbooks in economics university courses depicted a world overwhelmingly
comprised of men. Where women did sparsely feature in these textbooks, it was mainly in trivial or
hypothetical roles and rarely in positions of societal influence (see Stevenson). Such an unbalanced
representation reinforces damaging societal norms and does little to attract females into an already maledominated field. While this example refers to the field of economics, it would be a fruitful and relatively
low-cost exercise to apply this analysis across all educational subjects in which women are underrepresented.
Action point 1.3 Organisations and governments need to heighten their awareness of the potential
for women’s educational opportunities and career progression to be compromised by the effects of
unconscious bias, especially in the form of traditional norms that equate successful leadership with
masculinity. Organisations should be supported to invest in programs that alert people to the
prevalence of unconscious bias in everyday practice. Two important domains to target include job
appointment processes in workplaces, and the resources used by educational institutions.

2. A resilient economy needs to banish notions of ‘male’ and ‘female’ jobs
The policy symposium discussion turned attention towards the future trends affecting the Australian
labour market. Globalisation, automation, artificial intelligences, and the rising share of the services sector
of the economy all point towards a fundamental shift in the types of skills that will be demanded in the
future. And this shift will be strongly gender-patterned.
Most noticeably, Australia will continue to witness the decline of the male-dominated manufacturing
industry and demand for manual labour, accompanied by growing demand for health, child care and aged
care workers and other jobs requiring ‘people’ skills, which are traditionally female domains.
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For the economy to resiliently respond to these shifts in labour demand, notions of traditional ‘male’ and
‘female’ industries need to be eradicated. 1 Job descriptions need to be expanded and reimagined in ways
that appeal to both genders. Symposium panellist Betsey Stevenson offered some examples: picture a
male childcare worker who can draw upon his love for construction and manual labour by building cubbyhouses with children, or a man whose physical strength will be highly valued in the health and aged care
sectors where workers are required to lift and carry invalid and elderly patients.
The fact that changes in our economy’s future skill requirements will be most disruptive to low-skilled
male workers is a structural shift that requires serious attention. It will be critical to highlight that the degendering of jobs across all industries will not only broaden job opportunities for women, but also foster
more secure job prospects for the men who are at high risk of job displacement in a structurally evolving
economy.
Action point 2.1 Organisations, educational institutions and governments need to break down
stereotypical notions that differentiate between typically ‘male’ and ‘female’ jobs. Governments
should highlight the ways in which de-gendering jobs will equip the economy to respond to the skill
demands of the future, and enhance the job prospects of not only women but also men whose
traditional skillsets are in declining demand.
Shifting society’s inclination to typify jobs by gender will require an overhaul of prevailing gender
stereotypes (as discussed in point 1). It will also require offering more support to men who strive to make a
greater contribution to traditionally female roles such as domestic, family and other caring roles outside of
the workplace. As noted by panellist Diane Smith-Gander, this evolution of roles will require a
normalisation of parental leave, flexible work hours and other workplaces practices that will enable all
workers - both women and men – to achieve greater work/family balance in their lives. This benefits that
this will deliver to employers and society overall, in the form of improved employee productivity, retention,
health and wellbeing, will justify this investment.
Action point 2.2 Policies to assist people to balance their work and family commitments need to be
normalised as default entitlements for all workers – both male and female. The potential for this
approach to allow men to contribute more towards domestic and caring roles should be recognised.

3. Barriers to women’s equitable representation and opportunities in the workforce persist
Organisations and governments have made concerted efforts over recent years to make the workforce a
level playing field for men and women. But, in relation to several metrics where we expect to be seeing
progress, tangible improvements in women’s workforce involvement are not yet evident.
Firstly, much effort has been directed towards channelling more women into the traditionally maledominated fields of science, technology, engineering and medicine (STEM) in recognition of the growing
importance of knowledge-driven technology and innovation in our economy. We should expect these
industries to be heavily reliant on new entrants to the industry to help meet their skill demands. While
more women are enrolling in STEM subjects, the latest research indicates these enrolment numbers are
not translating into a higher representation of women in STEM jobs, particularly in the field of information

1

See Stevenson (2016) ‘Manly men need to do more girly jobs’, Bloomberg View, 7 December.
https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2016-12-07/manly-men-need-to-do-more-girly-jobs
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technology (see Dockery). Further to this, women are found to be at high risk of dropping out of computer
science and information technology jobs with the arrival of children (see Ginther).
Secondly, targets to lift female representation on corporate boards have led to a higher uptake of gender
diversity policies by companies, but this has not yet translated into a measureable increase in women’s
representation among management ranks (see Power). The latest research also offers cautionary insights
that the effectiveness of these types of organisational policies can be impeded by attitudinal barriers:
experimental evidence reveals that gender quotas are not expected to succeed in environments where
people do not personally perceive there to be any discrimination in the first place (see Ip).
Thirdly, the latest research suggests that, even among the youngest cohort of women to enter the
workforce, an unexplained gender pay gap persists (see Cassells).
These findings imply that certain parts of the workforce are still weighed down by institutional barriers to
gender equality. Barriers could include industry-specific workplace cultures that make it difficult for
women to balance work/family commitments, or unconscious biases that could be deeply engrained in
traditionally male-dominated sectors of the workforce such as STEM industries and executive spheres.
Action point 3.1 Strategies designed to increase women’s representation in male-dominated domains
of the workforce must be carefully monitored for their effectiveness.

4. We need to look out for the financial security of older women
Women’s higher responsibility for caring roles and more interrupted patterns of workforce attachment
over their life course, relative to men, places them at a higher risk of economic insecurity, poverty and
homelessness. A growing share of older women are finding themselves, unexpectedly, in precarious
financial circumstances (see Bruce). This can subsequently endanger their safety and health, and that of
their children. Compounding this issue, evidence is emerging that women’s levels of financial literacy are
significantly lower than that of men (see Preston) and that older women are strongly disadvantaged
remuneratively by the fact that they amass less overall workforce experience during through lifetimes due
to their caring responsibilities (see Cassells).
One strategic response to this trend is to undertake a gender-sensitive analysis of Australia’s pension and
superannuation systems, paying particular attention to the ways that existing setting give rise to gender
inequities in both savings incentives and outcomes (see Fairbairn; Millane). To prevent low-income women
from falling into poverty in old age, Australia’s superannuation system, in conjunction with rent assistance
and aged pension policy settings, need careful re-evaluation and reform (see Coates).
Action point 4.1 A gender lens should be applied in a re-evaluation of Australia’s superannuation,
aged pension, rent assistance and other retirement-related policy levers, to ensure that low-income
women are not placed at a disproportionately higher risk of poverty in retirement.

5. We must convey the value of gender equality for everyone in society
Symposium panellists highlighted that steering society towards gender equality is still a battleground and
will require a fundamental shift in values.
The reality is that there are still individuals and organisations who are ideologically sceptical or resistant to
efforts to achieve a more gender balanced society. Symposium panellist Diane Smith-Gander
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acknowledged that, in many organisational settings, it can be difficult for a single person to speak out
against instances of gender bias, for the risk of retaliation and backlash.
Action point 5.1 Organisations and governments need to foster a culture in which individuals who
speak up against instances of gender bias are reassured that they have institutional support.
Where ideological resistance is evident, it can be hard battle to advocate for gender equality simply on
ethical and moral grounds. This is where empirical evidence plays a crucial role: fact-driven proof of the
economic gains of a more gender-balanced workforce is more difficult to rationally refute.2 Ongoing
investment in data and high quality analysis are essential ingredients for building this evidence base.
The workshop delivered positive findings that, especially at a macroeconomic level, expansion in women’s
economic and decision-making opportunities are positively related to aggregate consumption as a driver of
economic growth (see Badru; Smith) and digital advancements (see Watson). The workshop also
illustrated various other examples, in both developed and developing counties, of how men and women’s
life outcomes can be differently affected by policy settings (see Ahmed; Chae; Contreras Suárez;
Racionero; Zhu).
Collectively, this body of research reaffirms the need for gender lens – an appreciation of the ways in which
economic outcomes and behaviours depend on a person’s gender – to be applied to economic analysis and
policy settings.
Action point 5.2 The collation of a comprehensive, empirically-driven evidence base that identifies
the economic gains of gender equality for businesses and the wider community, and the clear
communication of evidence to all members of society, will be critical elements in Australia’s pursuit
of gender equality.
Highlighting the gender component in economic policy and practices can also offer a channel to address
the under-recognition and under-valuation of women’s contribution to economic activity. The fact that
unpaid domestic and care work is not officially measured by statistical agencies, and unrecognised in
national account metrics, not only contributes to gross measurement error, but also sends the signal that
women’s caring roles and domestic contributions have little value to society (see Martin; Smith). This takes
us full circle to the earlier finding (see Booth) that the visible recognition of women’s value to society
matters can translate into a meaningful improvement in performance outcomes. Official recognition of
the value of women’s economic contribution can also evoke fundamental shifts in societal attitudes
concerning gender equality, paving the way towards the more respectful treatment of women at an
interpersonal level and within society more general.
Action point 5.3 The application of a ‘gender lens’ in economic analysis and measurement is critical
for revealing the significant ways in which men and women can be differently affected by the same
policy settings, and for fully recognising the value of women’s contribution to economic production
and societal wellbeing. Investment in gender-sensitive analysis is not only important for equity, but
will guide more effective policy design for the betterment of all of society.

2

For example, see Desjardins (2018) ‘How gender diversity enhances society’, World Economic Forum, 5 February.
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/02/how-gender-diversity-enhances-society
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Transforming knowledge into action
This policy brief provides an action-oriented suite of strategies that are within the reach of Australian
policymakers and organisation leaders. If we can take these steps to recognise and elevate women’s
capabilities and contributions, and expand all opportunities for women to use their skills and abilities in
productive and fulfilling ways, this will take us one step closer to achieving gender equality: one step closer
to giving women the level of respect and recognition in society that befits their true worth.

AGEW 2018 Policy Symposium Panellists
Rebecca Cassells (Principal Research Fellow, Bankwest Curtin Economic Centre)
Conrad Liveris (Corporate advisor on workplaces and risk)
Hon. Simone McGurk MLA (WA Minister for Child Protection; Women’s Interests; Prevention of Family
and Domestic Violence; Community Services
Diane Smith Gander (Non-executive Director, Wesfarmers)
Betsey Stevenson (Associate Professor, Michigan University)

AGEW 2018 Research Presentations
Keynote addresses
Professor Alison Booth (Australian National University) Competitive behaviour in economics: How
different are men and women? http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Alison-Booth-Competitive-Behaviour-inEconomics-How-Different-are-Men-and-Women.pdf

Associate Professor Betsey Stevenson (University of Michigan) Gender representation in economics
textbooks and what it means for inclusivity in the classroom http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_BetseyStevenson-The-Underrepresentation-of-Women-in-Economics.pdf

Gender and human capital
Tina Rampino (University of Queensland) Gender differences in educational aspirations and attitudes
http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Tina-Rampino-Gender-Differences-In-Educational-Aspirations-andAttitudes.pdf

Alison Preston (University of Western Australia) Understanding the financial literacy of men and women
in Australia: A decomposition analysis
Michael Dockery (Curtin University) Labour market implications of promoting women’s participation in
STEM in Australia http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Michael-Dockery-Labour-market-implications-ofpromoting-women%E2%80%99s-participation-in-STEM...pdf

Gender and non-cognitive characteristics
Leonora Risse (RMIT University) How do differences in men's and women's personality profiles affect their
job promotion prospects? http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Leonora-Risse-How-do-differences-inmen%E2%80%99s-and-women%E2%80%99s-personality-profiles......pdf

Michael Jetter (University of Western Australia) Gender differences in competitiveness and risk0taking
among children, teenagers, and college students: Evidence from Jeopardy! http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW2018_Michael-Jetter-Gender-diffrences-in-competitiveness-and-risk-taking-among-children...pdf

Claire Thibout (Melbourne Institute) The importance of self-confidence in explaining subject choices in
high school
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Gender gaps in labour market outcomes
Donna Ginther (University of Kansas) Why do women leave computer science and information technology
jobs? http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Donna-K-Ginther-Why-do-Women-Leave-Computer-Science-andInformation-Technology-Jobs.pdf

Rebecca Cassells (Bankwest Curtin Economic Centre) The evolution of the gender pay gap in Australia:
Do younger women now have the advantage? http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Rebecca-Cassells-Theevolution-of-the-gender-pay-gap-in-Australia-Do-young-women....pdf

Timothy Watson (Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet) Digitalisation and the labour force
gender participation gap in the Indo-Pacific http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Timothy-WatsonDigitalisation-and-the-labour-force-gender-participation-gap...-.pdf

Gender and leadership
Shanthi Manian (Washington State University) Leadership and gender discrimination: Experimental
evidence from Ethiopia http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Shanthi-Manian-Leadership-and-GenderDiscrimination....pdf

Edwin Ip (Monash University) How do gender quotas affect hierarchical relationships? Complementary
evidence from a representative service and labor market experiments http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW2018_Edwin-Ip-How-do-Gender-Quotas-Affect-Hierarchical-Relationships.pdf

Rachel Power (University of Technology Sydney) A policy paradox: Evaluating a target for gender diversity
in corporate Australia http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Rachel-Power-The-Policy-Paradox_Assessing-GenderDiversity-in-Corporate-Australia.pdf

Culture, identity and behaviour
Rose Khattar (Australian Treasury) It’s raining men? Hallelujah? The long-run consequences of malebiased sex ratios http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Rose-Khattar-Its-raining-men_Hallelujah.pdf
James Ottaway (Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet) Labour markets, behavioural norms and
identity http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_James-Ottaway-Labour-Markets-Behavioural-Norms-and-Identity.pdf
Ananta Neelim (RMIT University) Self-promotion, stereotypes and gender inequality: Breaking the
shackles of modesty http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Ananta-Neelim-Self-promotion-stereotypes-andgender-inequality...pdf

Gender and social justice
Julie Smith (Australian National University) Markets and exchange of mother’s milk: Implication and
regulatory approaches http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Julie-Smith-Economics-and-markets-inmothers%E2%80%99-milk.pdf

Sue Ash AO and Kelly Bruce (KB West Advisory) The tsunami that we can stop: The feminisation of poverty
in Australia http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_BruceAsh-Feminisation-of-Poverty.pdf
Jay Martin (KPMG) Gender economics and the human services - pricing virtue
http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Jay-Martin-The-Caring-Commons-no-notes.pdf
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Gender gaps in retirement incomes
Emily Millane (Australian National University) Gender and superannuation in Australia: An historical
overview http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Emily-Millane-Gender-and-Superannuation-in-Australia.pdf
Michelle Fairbairn (Australian Treasury) Superannuation savings across couples: Insights from taxation
data http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Michelle-Fairbairn-Superannuation-Savings-across-Couples.pdf
Brendan Coates (Grattan Institute) What’s the best way to close the gender gap in retirement incomes?
http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Brendan-Coates-Whats-the-best-way-to-close-the-gender-gap-in-retirementincomes.pdf

Evaluation of policies
Maria Racionero (Australian National University) Gender gaps in the labour market: The role of parental
leave policies http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Maria-Racionero-Gender-gaps-in-the-labour-market.pdf
Salma Ahmed (Deakin University) Expansions in paid maternity leave coverage and women’s labour
market outcomes http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Salma-Ahmed-Expansions-in-Paid-Maternity-LeaveCoverage.pdf

Anna Zhu (Melbourne Institute) The effect of changing financial incentives in the family on youth
outcomes

Gender in developing countries
Maryam Naghsh Nejad (IZA) Impacts of hosting refugees on the fertility of natives
Diana Contreras Suárez (Melbourne Institute) Sticky floors in developing countries: A distributional
analysis of the formal and informal sectors http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Diana-Contreras-SuarezSticky-floors-in-developing-countries.pdf

Christine Smith (Griffith University) Gender, consumption, and poverty in post-war Sri Lanka
http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Christine-Smith-Gender-Consumption-and-Poverty-in-Post-War-Sri-Lanka.pdf

Economics of the household
Jan Kabátek (Melbourne Institute) Daughters and divorce http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Jan-KabatekDaughters-and-divorce.pdf

Ruth Badru (University of Otago) The effect of gender wage differentials and women’s bargaining power
on aggregate expenditure http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Ruth-Badru-The-Effect-of-Gender-Wage-TheEffect-of-Gender-Wage-The-Effect-of-Gender-Wag.pdf
Minhee Chae (Australian National University) Quantity-quality trade-off: Has the one-child policy reduced
gender gaps in cognitive development in China? http://bcec.edu.au/assets/AGEW-2018_Minhee-Chae-QuantityQuality-Trade-off-.....pdf

The full AGEW2018 program is available at: http://bcec.edu.au/assets/Australian-Gender-Economics-WorkshopProgram.pdf

Video highlights of AGEW2018 presentations can be viewed at: https://youtu.be/Uh5W87SG9m4
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About the Women in Economics Network (WEN)
The Women in Economics Network (WEN) has been established in affiliation with the Economic Society of
Australia to promote and support the careers of female economists in Australia.
The objectives for the Women in Economics Network are to:
•

professionally connect and support the career development of women in economics

•

increase the representation of women at all levels of the economics profession

•

promote public contributions by female economists

•

encourage young women to study economics.

For further information, please visit the WEN website http://esawen.org.au
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